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Abstract 
For sure, to carry out a debate on the whatness of art is an attempt that should be affirmed. However, to discuss the whatness of 
art just through the concepts may end up with the ignorance of the most important element for creation of art, human being and 
its social and artistic position. For this reason, what should be done is to answer the whatness of art through analyzing the people 
in the field of art. As it is known, in modern differentiated societies, entrance to the field of art is usually performed through the 
processes of formal education. Therefore, the aim of this study is to discuss on the social resources of the dominant art definitions 
by focusing on those that appear most likely to have the possibilities of reproducing, transforming or refusing the existing 
approaches to art. To achieve this goal, semi-structured interviews were made with 20 first class students who have just started 
their education and 20 fourth class students who will graduate in 2011-2012 academic year from Dicle University, Department of 
Fine Arts Training. As a result of these interviews, it was established that the university students’ relationship with the art is very 
limited before and during their university education, their knowledge is insufficient and in accordance with this, they seem to 
agree on a definition of art which enables them to enter the field of art. 
Keywords:Art, field of art, definition of art, art students 
1. Introduction 
As long as the questions of what the art is or related with that what is an artistic work and who is an artist, 
answers given to these questions also have a long and a well-known history (Croix, H. and R. G. Tansey: 1986; 
Gombrich, 1995). Answers given to these questions have usually been produced under the domination of 
reductionist sociology approaches which either neglects the influence of the social or reduces it to a conceptual 
discussion (Kemal, 1997; Chadwick, R. F. and C. Cazeaux, 1992) or conversely claims that the art is almost entirely 
shaped by social resources (Hauser, 1999ab) Aside from many other problems they create, it is a necessity to take 
the subject by another way apart from these approaches, related with the fact that they introduce reality free and 
more than that time and space free definitions just by preventing a holistic analysis of art. One of the things to be 
done not to repeat the mistakes of these approaches is to seek an answer to the question of “why do the people 
define art as they do” instead of answering the question of “what the art is”.  
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For sure, if it is the whatness of art that is in concern, first of all, the artists who appear most likely to have the 
possibilities of reproducing, transforming or refusing the current artistic practices and the artists’ definitions should 
be taken into consideration. As known, apart from a few exceptions such as Yüksel Arslan, øbrahim Balaban and 
Cihat Burak, all those carrying the title of artist are the ones graduated from fine arts departments of the universities; 
in other words, the art education departments of these universities are the places to acquire the title of an artist. By 
the year of 2012, there are 47 ‘fine arts’ or ‘art and design’ faculties and 28 ‘fine arts education’ departments 
affiliated to the education faculties in Turkey. In this study, the answer to the basic problem stated above have been 
searched using the semi-structured interviews made with 20 first and 20 fourth year students studying in Dicle 
UniversityDepartment of Fine Arts Training. 
2. Social background 
40 % of the interviewed students were born in DiyarbakÕr province center, 35 % in county centers or villages of 
Diyarbakir province. Except the one who ‘prefers’ to study in this department with the reason that her mate is an 
academician of Dicle University and who was born in Çorum, all the rest of the students were mostly born in the 
counties of Mardin (5 %), ùÕrnak (5 %) and Batman (10 %) provinces located in the Southeast Anatolian Region 
including DiyarbakÕr. Southeast Anatolian Region in which religious and ethnic values are dominant in the social 
life is the worst region in Turkey not only in education but also in economic terms (Kurmuú et al, 2006). In addition, 
in this region, as well as the interest to art and especially to plastic art, the activities in this field are also just 
symbolic. Before they started painting education in the university, almost all of those students’ life born in this 
region was also in the region and again nearly all (92.5 %) still live with their parents. 
 
In general, parents of the students reflect the common features of the region. Students’ parents often have quite 
insufficient education. 2.5 % of the fathers of the students are illiterate while 12.5 % can just read and write; among 
those who get educated, a large amount as of 40 % are just primary school graduates while 17.5 % high-school, 15 
% lycee, 5 % college and 7.5 % are university graduates. Among the mothers of the students, just having 5 % 
university graduates, the most common education level is primary school with 25 % and 5 % high-school while 45 
% are illiterate and 20 % can just read and write. The result of low education also clearly reflects itself in the 
occupations of the parents. 7.5 % of the mothers of the students are low status state employees, 2.5 % home 
designed jewelry artisans, 2.5 % baby sitters and the remaining 87.5 % are ‘housewife’s, while their fathers are, 
apart from a bank manager and two teachers, 35 % very low status state employees, 25 % self-employed low-skilled 
workers, 20 % artisans and small traders, 10 % without any profession, 7.5 % small-scale farmers and one (2.5 %) 
small industry producer having a flour factory. 
 
Both as a reason and result of low education and occupational status, the economic income of the student 
families is also quite low and almost all of the income consists of the wages of the fathers or rarely other family 
members which they get for work or pensions. Ranging between 200 to 7000 Turkish Liras, 5 % of the student 
families have 1-500, 47.5 % 501-1000, 20 % 1001-1500, 5 % 1501-200 and 22.5 % over 2000 liras average monthly 
income; in general average monthly income is 1662.25 liras. For sure, the negative effect of low income on the 
families increases with their average household size of 6.22. For this reason, 33.3 % of the female students, 86.4 % 
of the male students, in general 62.5 % of the whole students have previously worked in many short-term jobs for a 
fee. The last jobs of the students is listed as waiter-bellboy (17.5 %), servant (7.5 %), construction worker (5 %), 
agricultural worker (2.5 %), bootblack (2.5 %), cashier (7.5 %), apprentice hairdresser (2.5 %), baby sitter (2.5), 
secretary (5 %), driver (2.5 %) and sign painter (2.5 %), low-skilled, low-income and temporary jobs just as their 
parents’ works.  
 
The students all of whom educated in the public schools where they were born or in Diyarbakir are graduates of 
72.5 % general lycee, 7.5 % open lycee, 2.5 % religious high-school, 2.5 % vocational high-school, 15 % fine arts 
high-school. Including those graduates of fine arts high-school students, before their university education, the 
students almost had no relationship with art except for lessons; they didn't create any artwork, not participated in 
artistic activities as audience nor read a book on art. Even the relationship of those very few students was limited 
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with rarely participating to art exhibitions in schools, visiting local art exhibitions and reading a few books, while 
remarkably many of them state that they have had relationship with art before their university education: 
 
“I took part in the exhibitions of the school with my works. I watched concerts of the school. There was a photo exhibition i n 
Da÷kapÕ, in that crossroad I went there.” 
“I was visiting when there opened any exhibition or such in Siirt.”  
“Yeah I was dealing with art. I was buying notebook drawing spidermen, supermen. I was taking photos.”  
“I was making charcoal sketches or such.” 
“I must have read some gripping novels or else but I swear I do not remember. That Michelangelo’s, makes the sculpture of the 
Moses, works 40 years on it, later thinks that he is something says stand up sculpture. I mean he exceeds himself. Taking no response 
breaks the left foot of the sculpture. There is more on that but I do not remember now.” 
3. Tendency toward art education 
45 % of the students have chosen another department before they get educated in painting. Approximately half 
of these students have chosen two-year departments such as medical documentation, food technician, agricultural 
equipments and machinery, agricultural technician, natural gas technician, office management or departments giving 
open education such as public relations and sociology; same amount of students have chosen quite different four 
year departments of formal education such as geography teaching, literature, interior design, public administration, 
radio-cinema, medicine, international relations and agricultural engineering but none of them have succeed to enter. 
The students who had entered to the other departments have mainly chosen these departments related with their low 
scores they took in the national university entrance exam:  
 
“In 2008 I’ve entered the exam for the first time and studied natural gas technician in Batman two years. They said it has many 
opportunities for work. I’ve graduated in 2010. In 2011 I’ve entered the exam again and get in here. I’ve chosen mechanical engineering. 
It didn’t happen. This happened.” 
 
In this context, the basic motivation that directs the students to have university education is to be a civil servant 
by taking university education related with the fact that job opportunities offered by the region where they live in is 
quite limited and also the economic situation of their families is bad. However, their low educational successes also 
led most of these students not even passing the basic score in the national university exam or take a low score which 
is not sufficient to register a department having an occupational guarantee. Thus, except the graduates of fine arts 
high school, all of the students have learned either from their close relatives or from the people they had randomly 
met that fine arts education departments accept their students with special skills exams, that it is enough just to get 
the basic score from the national university exam to enter the special skills exam and that after finishing the 
department the necessary KPSS score to be appointed as a teacher is very low compared to the other departments. In 
this sense, for all of the students, to study painting is seen as a way having a guarantee for appointment but not 
needing a high level educational success. 
 
“In Lycee 2, we had a painting teacher, graduated from here. There was a painting course in the school. I tried and really liked it. A 
few weeks later I decided to be a painting teacher. I was failing to pass the limit in ÖSS exam. That’s why I couldn’t enter to the special 
skills exam, also couldn’t choose any other place. In 2010 I’ve passed the limit. I couldn’t do anything else, I mean I couldn’t be a doctor, 
a Turkish teacher. I’ve seen that I cannot give myself to the lectures. I cannot focus so much. I can just focus visually.” 
“In 2009 we had a painting teacher, we have met after the high-school. Graduated from Van YüzüncüYÕl. We spoke, on the hardness 
of the work life sat and talked in a cafe. I told I doalso have an ability. Showed me the way. I said I cannot get that score. It passed ten 
years over that. Told it’s not that hard. Told me if I can do 15-20 Turkish I can pass. Motivated me. And I got motivated. Gave me 
lectures.” 
“Two years ago. In fact I didn’t know that fine art education exams were in this way. When we just moved to Ergani I had a fried, a 
painting teacher. Had a course. I learned it from there. How the exams are, I thought it was like normal exams. I started to get prepared 
with the encouragement of that friend. About a month I went to the course of that friend in public education and I won.”  
“While working as a keeper I thought by myself; my capacity is clear my high-school grade is low, other departments will not happen. 
In an environment of friends I’ve met with a student from Erzurum, told me ‘why don’t you think about painting’. I asked ‘can I do that’. 
Brought me a book, brought a book teaching to draw pattern for new beginners, I’ve looked at it, examined the book, saw that it’s 
something that can be done. Later told me I can go to a course. When I passed the limit I’ve entered here.”  
“I had the ability since the kindergarten. It was a little bit surprise for me to go to the fine arts high school. In the exam Science high-
school didn’t happen. Later they said fine arts high-school is more prestigious than general lycee, they said number of the students in the 
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class is few, it has many opportunities. And also it was important to start a career in a short way when I was a kid I also wanted to be a 
teacher. Even in playing parenting, I was performing a teacher.”  
 
Similarly, rather than being a choice, the students’ tendency towards Dicle University is mainly shaped with the 
result of not having enough economic power letting them to get education in another city, avoiding themselves from 
another socio-cultural environment and especially for female students, their parents’ not allowing them to take 
education out of the city. Almost all of those, except the graduates of fine arts high school (72.5 %), have prepared 
to the special skills exam through the painting courses given either by the students or graduates of Dicle University 
Fine Arts Training Department. As a result of the special skills exam with attendance of approximately 200-300 
people, which is generally made in two stages including pattern from a live model and imaginary design, the 
students are listed according to the scores they acquired and the first 30 students achieve the right to register to the 
first education while the second 30 to the secondary. Therefore, the exam success of the person does not depend on 
his/her own identified artistic qualification, it depends on the artistic qualification level of his/her competitors. 
While making it away from a selection tool to choose the appropriate people for the art education, this feature of the 
special skills exam can also turn it into a kind of game of chance. 
4. The effect of art education 
For the students, to get painting education in the university did not provide a significant increase in their interest 
to art; for example already 55 % of the students wants to study on quite different departments such as geography 
teaching (2.5 %), physics (2.5 %), journalism (2.5 %), graphic design (2.5 %), law (7.5 %), interior design (7.5 %), 
museology (2.5 %), architecture (5 %), Turkish teaching (5 %), psychological consultancy (2.5 %), classroom 
teaching (2.5 %), kindergarten teaching (2.5 %), cinema (2.5 %), sociology (2.5 %), aircraft engineering (2.5 %). 
Current desires of the students to study in another department are far from being considered as a conscious 
orientation; for example, when a student who wants to study in journalism says “I like research”, the one who wants 
to study psychology “I like human psychology that’s why when I look to a human I can see what goes on inside its 
brain” , the one who wants to study class teaching “because I love children”, the one who wants to study interior 
design “I’m good at measuring, I like architectural buildings” or “I’m very much interested in house decoration, I 
like to change my house constantly” and by these words they state the reason why they want to study in these 
departments. 
 
The answers given by the students to the questions directed to them that who are the artists and that what are the 
movementsthey know, follow or feel close to, show that to have painting education in the university did not create a 
significant change not only in their pre-university level and form of relations with art but also in the level of their 
general culture.For example, although all of the students precisely state that they’ll produce artwork after they will 
finish university, 40 % of both first and fourth class students do not follow any artist. 
 
“There was that thing in the past. A curly hair on TRT, what was his name, whatever he was making super paintings. I never missed 
that. And also Leonardo.” 
“I follow Bedri Baykam, he’s a fan of Fenerbahçe that’s the reason. I’m a fan of Fenerbahçe, too.  There is Ahmet Güneútekin  our 
countryman.” 
“I follow Middle Age artists; the works of Rembrandt, Zurbaran.”  
“I do not follow anyone. I couldn’t focus on it for this moment, I couldn’t do much as I don’t have computer at home.”  
 
Similarly, 50 % of first class students, 35 % of fourth class students, in general 42.5 % of the whole 
students do not have any artist they feel close to.  
 
“I feel close to Picasso, my works are such little bit free, abstract, cubic. In fact I was interested in such cubic things s ince my 
childhood.” 
 “Let’s say Salvador Dali. His imaginary world is very huge. Not realist. That’s why I feel close to him.”  
“In fact I feel close to Rembrandt. I’ve watched his life. He sees the details, he’s more sensitive. On the other hand Picasso was like 
that too. If someone asks what is your difference. I’m more sensitive. I don’t want to hurt anyone. I see others cannot see.”  
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40 % of first class students, 5 % of fourth class students, in general 25 % of the whole students do not have 
any art movement they feel close to. 
 
“Now realism is close to me, later I want abstract. I want to pass to the abstract after I do fully grab realism first.”  
 “First of all realism is not close to me. I’m not such a pro-order person. I would rather be expressionist.”  
“I like realism. Expressionism. I like it to be realist while drawing an automobile. Apart that I like to be expressionist in landscape 
painting.” 
 “I do not remember its name. What was that one to one. I’ve forgot its name. It’s not expressionism. I knew it, it’s a movement that I 
like. I was trying to make my paintings in that way.” 
 
More than that, when it’s asked to give names of five artists, 12.5 % fails to give the name of any artist, while 
only 10% manage to give names of five artists. In Table 1, the names of the artists given by 72.5 % of the students 
are seen. 
 
Table 1: Known Artists 
 
Bob Ross 
Caravaggio-Van Gogh-Dino 
Cezanne-Rosso-Dali 
Da Vinci 
Da Vinci-Kahlo 
Da Vinci-Manet-Rodin-Picasso 
Da Vinci-Manet-Van Gogh-Picasso 
Da Vinci-Michelangelo-Rembrandt-Van Gogh-Picasso 
Da Vinci-Michelangelo-Picasso 
Da Vinci-Michelangelo-Van Gogh-Picasso 
Da Vinci-Michelangelo-Van Gogh-Kandinsky 
Da Vinci-Picasso 
Da Vinci-Picasso-ømam Maliki-Rembrant 
Da Vinci-Rafael-Michelangelo-Rembrandt 
Da Vinci-Van Gogh-Miro 
Da Vinci-Van Gogh-Picasso 
Da Vinci-Van Gogh-Picasso 
Dali-Picasso 
David-Van Gogh 
Da Vinci- Michelangelo -Donetello-Raphael-Caravaggio 
Michelangelo-Caravaggio-Van Gogh-Picasso 
Michelangelo-Van Gogh-Modigliani-Picasso-Kahlo 
Michelangelo-Da Vinci-Picasso-Dali 
Picasso-øyem 
Picasso-Da Vinci 
Rembrandt-Van Gogh-Escher-Picasso-Dali 
Van Gogh-Matisse-Caravaggio 
Van Gogh-Picasso 
Van Gogh-Picasso-Dali 
 
 
Similarly, although 80 % of fourth class students state that they participate in artistic activities and 65 % state 
that they read books on art, the exhibitions they have participated are all the ones organized by the department and 
exhibitions they have visited are all again the exhibitions of the department in Diyarbakir or those organized by the 
municipality mostly with local participation, while their answers to the question of what are the books they have 
read show that in fact they didn’t read any books on art. 
 
“I went to the exhibitions as a viewer. I’ve participated in a painting exhibition of the municipality about child massacre in Sümerpark 
culture center. I went to theaters.” 
“First of all I will tell that we have participated to the exhibitions of all of our teachers. There were exhibitions in DiyarbakÕr. As long 
as we were informed we went and visited. There was an exhibition of the school students we have exhibited our works. In 2010 I’ve 
participated in the student exhibition of our department.”  
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“I’ve read the History of Art but it was very heavy. I read half of the Story of the Modern Art. Bought one put in the house but didn’t 
read it.” 
 “I’ve read a book on the life of Frida Kahlo. Read a book on Van Gogh. It was telling the guy was a psycho. They were not thick 
think small books.” 
 “Well I have read one. Read half of it. I saw it was very thick and also expensive so I’ve borrowed it from a friend.” 
 
As it is seen, the knowledge of the students about art is very low than expected from someone dealing with art, 
even lower than an ordinary person’s general culture level. As it is displayed without any debate by their knowledge 
levels and approaches about the artists and art movements they know, follow and feel close to, the source of their 
knowledge is limited directly with the popular media culture. In the answers about the artists, it is mostly 
Renaissance artists and especially Leonardo Da Vinci, among modern artists Picasso and Dali. The common 
characteristics of these people is that they are the unchangeable names of the dominant media’s artistic arsenal, 
about whom any kind of motion pictures, TV series and even cartoons have been continuously broadcasted on 
televisions. Similarly, in their answers to the questions on art movements, the usual constantly repeated pair is 
realism-surrealism and rarely impressionism and expressionism; it is not only surprising that among many other art 
movements just these were remembered but more importantly the forms of usage of these terms is completely 
wrong. The students’ understanding and putting realism as figurative, surrealism as non-figurative and imaginary, 
impressionism as drawing what you see, expressionism as not drawing as you see shows that as well as their interest 
about art movements, their knowledge is also in an extremely insufficient level, and also shows the form and level 
of the education they get. 
5. Conclusion 
“It is to reflect some senses, some cries, not only to the painting but also to the music, theater. In a word it is life.”  
“It is incongruity, doing something different, being out of the existing.” 
“It is the basic requirement for life of human being. It is creative activity expressing the activity of a sense-thought.” 
“For me it is to get excited. To enjoy the thing you produce.” 
 
Students, almost in unanimity define art as the unique creation in which the artist expresses himself/herself 
throughout the work he/she produces with his/her own pleasure and skill, and claim that in most cases this creation 
is the life itself or it has a function to develop the society. Thus, not only art, but also the artist and his/her work is 
manifested as something affected by not only the social but also the accumulation of the history of art, even as 
something that doesn’t need to it, which is an individual and unique ‘thing’, more than that the art and as the creator 
of it the artist is surrounded by a kind of sacredness. To answer the question of why these people having quite 
insufficient knowledge and interest to art define it in such a way, we should admit the art as nothing but a ‘field’; the 
creation, as the meeting of ‘habitus’ formed socially with a ‘status’ which is possible or previously formed during 
the division of labor in the cultural production, so we should admit the subject of the artistic production with status, 
meaning a habitus which is in relation with a field (Bourdieu, 1985; 1989; 1993). In this way, it might be seen that 
the common definition of art by the students cannot just be seen as a coincidence or repetition of a number of 
memorized words. 
 
First of all, the definition of art put forward by students is the only definition which might not prevent them to 
enter to the field of art, in other words which might not disrepute their artistry. Reversely, as well as the knowledge 
on the history of art and humanity which is the indispensible condition for contemporary art issues and attitudes, the 
definition of art as a field in which those having technical knowledge and skills may hold a place will construct a 
dominant barrier in front of the entrance to this field for the people who have none of these. In this case, as a result 
of their socialization and current status which is almost identical, the students define habitus always in the same 
way, producing a definition in a form of expression of personal feelings which will guarantee them to enter the field 
of art without any need of knowledge not only for art, history of art and the situation of humanity but also not so 
much technical information and skills. At the same time, with the emphasis on the ability, uniqueness and creation 
included in this definition which is produced by habitus, art is introduced as something which cannot be done by 
anyone other than those having a god-given ability, both to construct a social perception about the need for a field of 
art and the boundaries of the field to prevent the entrance of other rivals. Because above all, despite the fact that they 
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continue to struggle against each other, those standing in the field which is an area of struggle for the agents owning 
an original capital are not rivals but allies in the construction of a social perception about the necessity of the field 
and in defending the field itself (Bourdieu and Thompson, 2005). 
 
As a result of all these, although it is ineffective in the relations of power of the social space, the existence of a 
field of art is indispensible as it offers possibility of an exit to the students squeezed into a quite narrow likelihoods 
universe of the future, as it is shown by their social background and what they have own and consequently, art is 
defined in such ways by these students. 
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